
I
n a recent article published as part of Kansas History’s “Review Essay Series,”
historian James Leiker surveyed the existing scholarship dealing with race
relations in Kansas. In his conclusion, he aptly summarized the research by
declaring that the state was a “paradox” because Kansans’ racial attitudes
were “neither consistent nor monolithic.” Due to the complexities of the sub-

ject, Leiker emphasized the need for further study of various groups, indicating that
each survey should take into consideration the impact of local factors.1

A detailed exploration of the campaign to create a segregated high school in
Kansas City, Kansas, illustrates the benefit of such an approach. The campaign re-
veals that an overwhelming majority of the city’s white residents favored the ex-
pansion of segregation. The caution and detachment displayed by those who fa-
vored the separation, however, suggests that these Kansans’ racial mores were unique compared with other regions.
Although race was the real issue, even the most ardent supporters of the Kansas City campaign publicly denied their own
prejudice, emphasizing instead the overcrowded conditions of the current school or the racial attitudes of others that made
the separation necessary. While most whites attempted to disavow their own racial antipathies by insisting that separa-
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Kansas. They did not wish to participate in the free
state/proslavery contest and hoped to avoid the escalating
“border war.” Like any group of immigrants, Kansans
were more likely to share the racial antipathies of the re-
gions they came from than shed their beliefs upon crossing
the Missouri River. These various attitudes would be man-
ifest throughout the early years of the state, making the
race question a contentious issue long after the question of
slavery was resolved.2
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tion would benefit students of both races, most members
of the black community clearly understood the intent of
the plan and the consequences for their children. These
men and women organized an extraordinary resistance
movement that utilized the legislative, executive, and judi-
cial branches of the state government. 

Despite the popular image of territorial Kansas as an
abolitionist stronghold, historians have demonstrated that
true abolitionists made up a fraction of the population.
With rare exceptions, even the most radical within this
group rejected notions of racial equality. Early settlers
came to the region for land or other opportunities in

An early group of Sumner High School students.
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Although most white Kansans were opposed to the
idea of social equality for blacks—a condition many feared
might occur after years of social interaction by attending
the same theatres, living in the same neighborhoods, and
sending their children to the same schools—many were
equally uncomfortable with the outright denial of such
basic needs. Segregation offered a “compromise” in its
chimerical promises of separate but equal, yet demograph-
ic trends in the late nineteenth century, not to mention state
law, made broad implementation of such a system nearly
impossible. By the turn of the century, however, the largest
cities in the state each had sizable black populations with
Kansas City’s growing black communities representing 13
percent of all its citizens. Although this actually was a
smaller percentage than many eastern cities in the state,
Kansas City’s total black population was still larger than
those of Lawrence, Leavenworth, and Wichita combined.3

Unlike many areas of the nation at the turn of the cen-
tury, racial segregation in Kansas was far from universal.
Few white Kansans spoke out against the informal and de
facto forms of segregation that existed within neighbor-
hoods and public spaces, but attempts to codify racial
mores were rare. The Kansas legislature passed a series of
school laws that usually allowed but did not require racial
segregation and finally settled on an 1879 statute that per-
mitted segregation at the elementary level only within
cities of the first class (those with a population greater than
fifteen thousand). But the law was enforced only upon
smaller communities if plaintiffs endured lengthy court
proceedings. Although some communities maintained
various schemes of racially segregated schools outside the
law, other cities such as Emporia and Hutchinson refused

to entertain the practice even after reaching the population
level where such a system was permitted.4

Given this ambivalent legacy as background, it is not
surprising to find that in February 1905 a law was passed
granting the school district of Kansas City, Kansas, an ex-
emption from the state law, which prohibited racial segre-
gation at the high school level.5 Contrary to his professed
beliefs, an apologetic Governor Edward W. Hoch signed
the bill after offering a duplicitous explanation of his ac-
tions as an attempt to distance himself from the campaign.
Echoing the statements of many white Kansans who ner-
vously endorsed the separation, the governor referred to
segregation as “a great step backwards” which he felt had
been made necessary by the beliefs and actions of lesser
men. Despite a well-organized campaign led by the mem-
bers of the black community, Sumner High School would
soon open its doors as the first and only legally segregated
high school in Kansas. Its enrollment would remain nearly
100 percent African American until the late 1970s.6

Although the grammar schools of Kansas City, Kansas,
were completely segregated by 1890, the same state law
that permitted this practice in cities with more than fifteen
thousand residents specifically forbade it at the high
school level. The fact that so few students of any race at-
tended high school prior to the turn of the century made
separation at this level rather impractical. Most white
Kansans could tolerate a handful of black students within
their nascent high schools, but rising enrollment and the
rapid growth of the black community at the end of the
nineteenth century led some whites to question this
arrangement. Besides, Kansas City High School was be-
coming overcrowded, and advocates for a segregated high
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school to accommodate the nearly one hundred black sec-
ondary students were occasionally heard. If racial tension
existed within the school itself, however, it was not mani-
fest until 1904 when a seemingly unrelated episode gave
pretext for its expression.7

Several different versions of the events of Tuesday af-
ternoon, April 12, 1904, exist, but no amount
of revision could change the only fact that

mattered to the majority of Kansas City’s white
population. Roy Martin, a popular white student of
Kansas City High School, had been killed by Louis
Gregory, an eighteen-year-old black employee of
the Swift meat packing plant. Gregory had shot
Martin with a revolver that he carried for protec-
tion on his way to and from work. Martin, who felt
little need for such protection among his white
teammates at Kerr Park, started the altercation that
led to the deadly shooting.8

The hyperbole of the local press intensified the
indignation of Martin’s classmates and other com-
munity members. Some reporters portrayed the
event as racially motivated, using headlines such as
“School Boy Shot Down in Cold Blood by Gregory,
the Negro.” Although there had never been a
racially motivated lynching in Kansas City, many
feared for the safety of young Gregory, and a hand-

The first reports of Martin’s death warned of the pos-
sibility of a “race war” erupting at the high school the fol-
lowing morning. Newspaper accounts describe the reac-
tion of the white students as a demonstration. It is
doubtful, however, that such an understatement would
have been employed had the black students organized to
prevent white children from attending school. Emotions
ran high as the white boys formed a line across the school-
yard in front of their female counterparts who guarded the
entrance. Convinced of the righteousness of the cause, the
students refused to yield when officers arrived.10

ful of black men armed themselves and stood guard at the
Wyandotte County Jail to protect the suspect. Several his-
torians claim that Gregory’s survival would have been un-
certain at best had it not been for the courageous stand of
these men who reportedly formed a column and declared
that “the first man to cross this line is eating his breakfast
in Hell in the morning.”9

The above article appeared in the April 13, 1904, issue of the Kansas City
Star. Like other white newspapers, it portrayed the shooting of Roy Martin
as a race-related incident.
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The intrusion of the school’s bell only intensified the
quiet tension. None of the students answered its call, de-
liberately challenging anyone in authority to put an end to
their insubordination. But no one in authority seemed dis-
turbed by their actions, and time crept on until a group of
senior boys who were only weeks from graduation decid-
ed to end the disturbance themselves. As they started up
the steps they were met by a line of girls who declared that
the boys must stay outside and help them “drive the ne-
groes away.” When the girls refused to budge, the senior
boys were forced to use “foot ball tactics and rushed
through the line of girls,” gaining entry to the school while
being subjected to kicks and fists as they broke through the
line. The movement quickly lost steam after the seniors en-
tered the school, but as the white students slowly resigned
themselves to their classrooms, school officials prevented
immediate reconciliation by barring black students from
entering the building. African American students were ad-
vised to go home to avoid more trouble, and statements
were made to the effect that if they did so the trouble soon
would blow over.12

The Kansas City Board of Education called an emer-
gency meeting for Thursday evening, April 14, to address
the disturbance at the high school and “to settle the race
difference.” Records of this meeting are limited but sup-
port the conclusion that board members had no intention
of punishing the students who participated in the distur-
bance. Immediately after the meeting was called to order, a
motion was made that “the action of Supt. Pearson in clos-
ing the school until the next Monday be ratified.” The mo-
tion was approved unanimously without any recorded dis-
cussion. Subsequently, the Star found much support in the
city for leaving the school closed “for the balance of the
term,” and, more significantly, “in favor of separate high
schools.”13

Even after the white students forced the closing of the
high school, local papers chose to focus on the “lawless”
actions of those blacks who sought to protect Louis Grego-
ry. The defendant’s guilt was a forgone conclusion among
reporters who referred to him as the “young negro mur-
derer” while the black men who stood guard to prevent
mob violence were blamed for the resulting hysteria and
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The police did not attempt to break the line, however,
forming their own column in front of the male students, as
if reinforcing the students with a second rank. In the dis-
tance a crowd gathered, waiting to see what would hap-
pen. Mayor T. B. Gilbert, Principal W. C. McCroskey, and
Superintendent M. E. Pearson also were on hand, not to
discipline the students or call them to their classes, but

rather to counsel moderation in their display. Although the
crowd that had gathered contained parents, police, teach-
ers, and city and school officials, only one person made an
attempt to enforce discipline. “A. A. Brooks, one of the old-
est teachers in the school,” the April 13 Kansas City Star re-
ported, “talked to the boys from the front steps about
being more careful in their expressions of resentment and
conduct towards the negro pupils who were innocent of
any crime. . . . This angered some of the hot headed youths
and they wanted to pull Prof. Brooks from the steps.”11

During the demonstration at Kansas City High School
Principal W. C. McCroskey and Superintendent M. E.
Pearson (above) did nothing to enforce discipline among
the white students who had formed a barrier to prevent
black students from entering the school.
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Black newspapers conveyed a different interpreta-
tion of the trouble at the high school, questioning
the role of the parents and administrators who al-

lowed the white students to take over the schoolyard and
threaten their peers. For the editors of the Topeka Plaindeal-
er, the fact that few efforts were made to control the dis-
turbance was evidence of tacit approval by school officials.
“Teachers should have insisted on order” and expelled
those who were unwilling to obey; and, besides, “The
pupils who started this uproar in the school are not as
much responsible for their actions as their parents who un-
doubtedly must have taught them race prejudice.”17

Believing that the race question would become a major
election issue in the fall, leading candidates were immedi-
ately pressed to identify their stand on the issue of a sepa-
rate high school for black students. Republican candidates,
who were dependent upon the black voters of the city,
were reluctant to talk openly about the issue of segrega-
tion. Edward K. Robinett and James F. Getty, who later
would sponsor a bill to amend the school law, issued
vague statements claiming they would support “what the
majority of people want” while assuring black leaders in
private that they would not support any measure expand-
ing segregation.18

Black and white children continued to attend the high
school together for nearly a year without incident and with
only one administrative change: cancellation of the city-
wide eighth-grade graduation. School administrators justi-
fied the decision to have each of the segregated middle
schools host its own graduation by declaring it a means of
avoiding another disturbance. Since there had been no fur-
ther problems and was no real reason to anticipate any, it
seems likely that school officials who favored segregation
feared a successful graduation ceremony involving white
and black eighth graders would undermine their argu-
ments for the necessity of separation.19

If the school board and its appointed leaders were still
clamoring for separate schools during the fall of 1904 and
winter of 1905, the people of Kansas City were less con-
cerned. Leading newspapers do not record any mention of
the issue until a public meeting was called on February 13,
1905, only a couple days before the deadline for new bills
to be introduced before the state legislature. When few
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were fined by local judges. The Star reported that these ac-
tions forced the chief of police to issue specific orders
“against allowing armed bands of negroes to congregate
on the streets.” The paper also complained that these men
insulted whites who were passing by the courthouse and
county jail between the hours of two and four o’clock in
the morning by demanding to know their business. The
Star reported that “the negroes seemed to want trouble,”
but remained curiously silent on the intent of the whites
who also had stood outside the jail at this odd hour.14

The funeral service on Sunday, April 17, seemed to
bring a spirit of reconciliation to the city, as a crowd of two
thousand listened to Methodist Reverend W. H. Comer
pray for divine forgiveness for Louis Gregory. That same
day religious leaders throughout the city held special ser-
vices counseling kindness and brotherly love in response
to the turmoil at the high school. Reverend Frank Fox of
the First Congregational Church delivered a sermon enti-
tled “The Only Possible Solution to the Race Problem.” In
this sermon the reverend condemned the violence and dis-
ruption of the previous week but gave divine sanction to
the actions of would-be segregationists by accepting their
views about the inherent differences between whites and
blacks. His viewpoint led him to conclude that separation
was the only solution. “The negro race is here to stay,” the
reverend continued. “No human power can ever remove
them from our midst. They are the nation’s care and the
white man’s burden.”15

Although the hostility of the previous week had faded,
it was still uncertain how the students would respond on
Monday morning when classes resumed. In contrast to the
previous week, special officers were posted in advance to
prevent another demonstration. The students wisely per-
ceived that further disturbances would not be tolerated,
with white students who had previously resolved to pre-
vent blacks from entering apparently experiencing a sud-
den change in heart. Although more than fifty students
stayed home or refused to attend classes that day, many of
the children were escorted by their parents and compelled
to enter the building. One of the first parents to do so was
former Tennessee adjutant general Colonel Charles Wood,
a man who had dropped out of West Point when a black
student was admitted in 1883.16



tempting to satisfy their own moral reservations, facts do
not support their statements. Every black leader who
spoke out on the high school issue opposed separation, in-
cluding the most well-known and influential black educa-
tor in the state, William T. Vernon, president of Western
University and future registrar of the United States Trea-
sury. White political and business leaders frequently mis-
represented Vernon as supporting the campaign for a sep-
arate school despite his public statements to the contrary.
In fact, Vernon refused to support the campaign even
when these leaders threatened to block funding allocations
for his school.22

Perhaps the best rejoinder to those whites who hid be-
hind the argument of segregation in the interests of blacks
children came from a southeastern Kansas woman. Writ-
ing in response to a similar campaign to segregate the
schools of Parsons, Aritha A. Dorsey, an African American
teacher, poignantly exposed the duplicity of this view.
“After all these years of mixed schools,” Dorsey wrote,
“what is it which has caused the white people of late years
to become so VERY much interested in the welfare of the
colored children that they try to make us believe that they
don’t think the colored children get their rights in mixed
schools, and for this reason wish to have them established
off to themselves?”23

The American Citizen considered the campaign to be
the nadir of race relations in Kansas City, claiming that the
disturbance at the school was the worst of its kind that had
ever been witnessed in the city and emphasizing the rela-
tive harmony of the two races prior to the disturbance.
Black writers throughout the state challenged the assump-
tion that the students were acting on their own behalf; ar-
guing that parents and school officials were to blame for
the students’ behavior. “The attempt to crystallize the sen-
timent, that the present action of the Kansas City children,
is being wholly inspired and engineered by themselves, is
all bosh,” reported the Coffeyville-based Vindicator. “Their
action is directly in accord with the dictations of their lilly
white Republican and Populist parents, who have not the
courage and Back-bone to openly identify themselves with
this damnable movement.”24

In response to articles printed by the Kansas City Star,
which asserted that African Americans were opposed to
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people attended this meeting, plans were made to artifi-
cially resuscitate the campaign. The next morning the
white students held their own meeting during school
hours in the auditorium of the high school. Most local
newspapers reported this meeting as being student-led
and spontaneous in nature, but the black press claimed that
the students were actually called to the auditorium by the
principal with the support of faculty in order to restore the
agitation for separate schools. Although this conclusion is
strongly supported by the fact that no suspensions or other
punishments were issued, Principal McCroskey “emphati-
cally denied” an complicity. His February 1905 correspon-
dence with Governor Hoch provides additional insight as
well. McCroskey explained Kansas City’s unique racial sit-
uation, and then essentially threatened the governor with
more of the same during the 1905–1906 term if the “sepa-
rate school bill” were not allowed to become law.20

Regardless of whether the administration called the
meeting, clearly the teachers and administrators pushed
the students to action. Rather than calling on the students
to return to their classes, Superintendent Peterson merely
counseled moderation, addressing the group in the capaci-
ty of a featured speaker rather than a disciplinarian and
warning students that violence would hurt their cause.
With the support of the administration, which also gave
the students permission to leave the grounds in the middle
of the day, many students circulated a petition urging the
repeal of the law prohibiting segregated schools at the sec-
ondary level. Local newspapers reported that between the
hours of 11:30 A.M. and 1:30 P.M., approximately two hun-
dred students obtained the signatures of ten thousand
Kansas City taxpayers, an amazing feat considering that
total white population of the city was below forty-five
thousand at the last census.21

Whites who advocated segregation proclaimed them-
selves experts on the needs and wants of the black com-
munity, claiming that a separate high school would benefit
black children and was supported by black leaders. Al-
though those who voiced these opinions may have been at-



separate schools because of the superiority of white teach-
ers, the Vindicator made it clear that this argument held
“not the slightest resemblance of truth.” The black weekly
also replied to the Star’s contention that blacks desired
white classmates and teachers because “a higher degree of
culture and refinement is attained by the negro boys and
girls being associated in the same high school as whites.”
The author used the example of a prominent white banker
who was verbally abusive to black children in his neigh-
borhood as an index of the “culture and refinement” the
Star was referring to, concluding that such qualities were
vastly overrated. The Kansas City’s American Citizen also
countered the Star’s argument by reminding readers of the
intrinsic benefits a large school offered in terms of electives
and classroom facilities.25

The student petition, which had been organized and
pasted together on a roll of muslin by students and teach-
ers, was frequently cited as evidence of the necessity of
separating the white and black students of Kansas City and
was presented to the state legislature. Its validity, however,
was frequently challenged by members of the black com-
munity. A careful analysis of the original petition reveals
that many who signed it also signed for multiple family
members. More important, only a few different individuals
produced many sheets of signatures, with the majority of
the names bearing familiar handwriting when compared
with other signatures on the same pages. Members of the
black community later circulated a counter-petition, bear-
ing the signatures of approximately 3,370 persons opposed
to the expansion of segregation.26

Due to the opposition by members of the black com-
munity who regularly accounted for 15 to 20 percent of
Kansas City voters, it appeared for a time as though a bill
to expand segregation might never be introduced before
the legislative deadline approached. The Kansas City Star
reported an eleventh-hour story that indicated none of the
members of the Wyandotte delegation were willing to
sponsor the bill. “All are willing to support the bill when
they hear from the people,” the paper explained, “but each
wants the other to introduce it.” Perhaps owing to the fact

that he was the only member of the state legislature to at-
tend a public meeting on the subject the evening prior,
Kansas City Representative Robinett ultimately agreed to
introduce the bill the following day.27

Armed with the student’s petition, Robinett attempted
to slip the bill through the house with a batch of inconse-
quential local bills on February 16, 1905. When the magni-

tude of the new law was discovered, however, a motion to
reconsider the bill was immediately approved with only
nine members of the chamber opposed. Although the
house approved the measure the following day, it passed
the lower chamber with only three votes above a constitu-
tional majority. A personal confrontation between Robinett
and Representative William A. Trigg of Garnett nearly re-
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Every black leader who spoke out on the high school issue
opposed separation, including the most well-known and
influential black educator in the state, William T. Vernon
(above), president of Western University and future reg-
istrar of the United States Treasury.



sulted in the bill being reconsidered for the second time. It
was revealed that Trigg, who had expressed his opposition
to the bill, found himself on the receiving end of a profane
reply uttered by Robinett. House members then gathered
around Robinett’s desk, threatening to change their votes
until he made a public apology.28

Senator James F. Getty of Kansas City sponsored the
bill in the senate the fol-
lowing day. By this time
the galleries were full of
members of the African
American community
who had traveled to
Topeka to voice in per-
son their opposition. At

first it seemed their presence had swayed the tide, as the
bill was defeated by the vote of twenty-four opposed and
fifteen in favor. In response, Getty motioned for a suspen-
sion of the rules, asking the chair to disregard the vote and
forward the bill for revisions to the Committee on Cities of
the First Class. Lieutenant Governor David J. Hanna, as
president of the senate, granted this motion, and the com-
mittee, chaired by Senator Getty himself, returned the bill
back to the floor of the senate in less than an hour. The
amended bill was different only in that it applied specifi-
cally to Kansas City rather than all cities with populations
above fifty thousand. Although his was the only city that

met the population criteria, Getty was aware that some had
voted against the measure because they opposed the possi-
bility of expanding segregation in their own counties. With
the bill now phrased as a piece of local legislation, Getty
hoped his colleagues would allow the measure to pass.29

The amended version of the bill passed the senate with
only two votes above a constitutional majority, the result of
more than one-third of the membership abstaining from
the question. Even after both chambers passed the revised
bill, the African American press assured its readers that the
governor would veto the segregation bill. If any of their
elected representatives would take a stand on the issue,
members of the black community were sure it would be
Governor Hoch. As a Republican, Hoch relied heavily
upon the black vote and made frequent statements favor-
ing equality when speaking to African American voters.
Even more encouraging was the report of the Kansas Equal
Rights Association, whose interracial membership met
with the governor on the subject and returned with a
promise from Hoch that “he would do all in his power to
prevent the passing of any law applying to any particular
race—especially the colored people.”30

White legislators from Kansas City were so concerned
that the governor would veto their bill that they threatened
black leaders and initiated a letter-writing campaign to
pressure the governor. The Wyandotte County delegation
went so far as to promise to “knock out the appropriations”
for Western University, an institution within their own ju-
risdiction, if Hoch took action against their bill. Despite his
promises to his black constituents, political pressure
caused the governor to consider the bill for several days. It
is clear that the governor did not agree with the measure,
but he also wished to avoid taking a stand that might cost
him politically. Citing overwhelming public opinion, the
governor signed the bill into law on February 22, 1905. He
included an apologetic explanation of his actions in which
he detailed his abolitionist heritage and cited “local condi-
tions” as necessitating the separation. In his statement the
governor condemned segregation as “a concession to the
Southern ideas” as well as a “step backwards” in race rela-
tions, but emphasized that he felt public sentiment necessi-
tated the action.31
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Senator James F. Getty
(above) and Representative
Edward K. Robinett (right)
introduced a legislative bill
that allowed segregation in
Kansas City High School.



The “public sentiment” the governor cited likely was
the product of letters and telegrams sent by those on both
sides of the issue. Out of twenty-two surviving letters and
thirty-five telegrams that appear among Governor Hoch’s
papers, nearly one-third of them actually were written in
opposition to the segregation bill. It is important to note
that two letters calling for segregation came from Principal
McCroskey, while an official telegram sent from the clerk
of the Board of Education contains a statement approved
by the entire board urging the governor to sign the bill and
promising equal facilities and funding if approved.32

Following the passage of the bill and the governor’s
approval, African American leaders expressed shock
and disappointment. Although the black press

spoke out strongly against the actions of the Wyandotte
County legislators, they reserved their harshest criticism
for Governor Hoch. Black editors took the governor to task
for his hypocritical stand on the race issue—boasting of
his abolitionist pedigree while signing a bill that expanded
segregation. For nearly a month the Plaindealer ran several
articles denouncing the governor in the harshest of terms,
using headings such as “Hoch Enslaves Kansas Blacks”
and “Undoing the Work of Old John Brown.” The article
left no question that the editors of the paper felt the main-
tenance of separate schools was analogous to second-class
citizenship. “The enactment of separate laws for black and
white people in this country,” the paper declared, “is no
more nor less than partial slavery.” Nick Chiles of the
Plaindealer likened the betrayal of Hoch to that of another
governor two millennia prior: 

We are forcibly carried in our mind’s eye back to the
days of Pontius Pilate, when he said: “I find no fault
in this innocent man. Take him and do unto him ac-
cording to your custom. I wish to wash my hands of
any blame,” and still knowing the Negro to be blame-
less, Gov. Hoch knuckles to the clamor of a few of the
dominant race and turns the victim over into the
hands of the enemy to be crucified on a cross of prej-
udice and hatred.33

Although McCroskey and other school officials
claimed impartiality regarding the campaign to expand
segregation, their reaction to its passage was revealing.

“Good news! Good news!” exclaimed Board of Education
President Alfred Weston upon learning of the bill’s pas-
sage. “I am certainly glad to hear it. Now the thing to do is
to immediately take up the matter of voting bonds for the
erection of a suitable school for the negroes.”34 

The irony of the board’s reaction was intensified by the
passage of a resolution against gender discrimination in

the hiring of school principals just minutes before unani-
mously adopting a resolution for the construction of the
new segregated high school. Perhaps in recognition of the
incongruity of their actions, the resolution avoided any
mention of race, instead relying on the assertion that “the
present manual training high school facilities of Kansas
City, Kansas are wholly inadequate,” and that a new man-
ual training school was demanded by “the pupils of this
city.” The student publications of Kansas City High School
were equally delicate in reporting the matter, with the only
mention of the entire affair appearing in the very back of
the yearbook. The story reminded readers of the upcoming

32. F. G. Horseman to Edward W. Hoch, February 18, 1905, Gover-
nor’s Records.

33. Topeka Plaindealer, February 24, March 3, 1905; Vindicator, Febru-
ary 24, 1905. 34. Kansas City Journal, February 23, 1905.
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Following passage of the bill and Governor Hoch’s approval, the
Topeka Plaindealer ran several articles denouncing the governor
in the harshest of terms. This article appeared in the February 24,
1905, issue.



bond election and emphasized the “great benefit” the new
school would provide for their black classmates.35

The bond election put those who had opposed the
school in a difficult position, as many felt that voting
against the bonds would simply deprive their children of a
decent facility. Considering that the state legislature had
already approved the concept of segregation at the high
school level, most citizens understood that an unsuccessful
bond election was not likely to result in the re-integration
of the high school, rather a continuation of the current
scheme of separate sessions or the attempt to pass a small-
er bond issue. On June 9, 1905, the city council reviewed
and approved the election results. It reported the final vote
as 2,789 in favor with 554 opposed, with the measure pass-
ing in every ward of the city.36

Although a handful of school leaders repeatedly
claimed that racial disturbances were inherent in a
“mixed” school, the African American press reminded
readers that black and white children were quietly attend-
ing classes together as they had since the school was
founded in 1879. Race relations in the city may have left a
great deal to be desired, but the Plaindealer issued a chal-
lenge for anyone to identify the “local conditions” that de-
manded separation, promising that it would surrender its
presses to whomever was able to do so. A survey of local
newspapers, school board minutes, and student publica-
tions sustains the Plaindealer’s argument that black and
white students had peacefully attended school together
both before and after the death of Roy Martin.37

If anything was unique about the local conditions of
Kansas City, it was not the students’ disturbance during
the spring of 1904 but rather the attitudes and actions of a
handful of school officials in using the event as a pretext
for segregation. Although the question of segregation
would be a contentious issue in cities throughout the state,

only Topeka and Kansas City had enough black high
school students to reasonably justify the maintenance of
separate high schools during this period.38

The establishment of separate schools was often
viewed as a panacea among white Kansans, yet
scarce funding meant that such a system was gen-

erally limited to urban school districts containing segre-
gated neighborhoods. The low numbers of black middle
school students and the existence of several black residen-
tial areas throughout Topeka only partly explains that dis-
trict’s refusal to segregate its intermediate grades at this
time. The actions of local leaders were equally important.
A large group of white Topeka junior high students at-
tempted to create a racial disturbance in September 1908
by refusing to attend school with black students as they
had done since the time of the school’s founding. The dis-
turbance was quickly suppressed as teachers and school
administrators refused to be manipulated by student mis-
conduct. Classes were not cancelled, and students were
punished immediately. Furthermore, the superintendent
held parents responsible for their children’s behavior, re-
quiring the adults to also provide a written letter of expla-
nation prior to accepting the student for readmission.39

In Kansas City school officials were so zealous in their
campaign to segregate the high school that they did not
wait for a new facility to be constructed. During the
1905–1906 school year white students attended class in the
morning between the hours of 8:00 A.M. and 1:00 P.M., and
black students occupied the building between 1:15 P.M. and
5:00 P.M. Reflecting the prejudices many held about the de-
sirability of providing higher education for black students,
the afternoon session was officially referred to as “Manual
Training High School” despite its identical curriculum.40

Meanwhile, members of the black community took
their fight to the courts, confident that the justice of their
cause could not be denied by the branch of government re-
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sponsible for enforcing such principles. More than a quar-
ter of the black students violated the new regulations and
attempted to enroll in the morning session of the school on
September 11, 1905. Principal McCroskey turned the stu-
dents away, telling them to return in the afternoon. One of
the students was heard to ask, “Then you refuse to enroll
us?” The principal explained that he had no authority to do
so, and the students quietly left the
building, satisfied that they now had
the evidence needed to test the le-
gality of the law.41

Black Kansas Citians labored
diligently as their campaign moved
from the legislative and executive
levels to the courts. The American
Citizen reported that all economic
classes contributed to a fund to help
defray the expenses of the lawsuit,
with even the smallest children do-
nating their allowances to the cause.
The case was brought under the
name of Mamie Richardson, an eigh-
teen-year-old student at the high
school, and reached the Kansas
Supreme Court on October 11, 1905.
Balie P. Waggener, a prominent
white attorney from Atchison,
served as lead counsel for the plaintiff, arguing that the
original statute that was amended to allow Kansas City to
segregate its high schools was a general law providing for
the maintenance of all high schools within all cities of the
first class and therefore could not be amended to apply to
only one city. Despite the technicality of this argument,
Waggener and the other attorneys who presented the case
made it clear that they were also questioning the legality of
segregated schools in general. Their suit specifically stated
that segregation was a violation of equal protection and
was an attempt to abridge the privileges and immunities of
the black citizens of Kansas City.42

The actions of the black community challenged the
opinions of many whites who had convinced themselves
that blacks accepted or even favored the arrangement. The
Topeka Daily Capital sought to calm its readers by reporting
that “only a few of the leading negro citizens of Kansas

City, Kansas, appeared to know anything of a movement to
test the key high school law.” The paper also reported that
these individuals “expressed themselves as being satisfied
with the plans of the board of education to build for the
negro pupils a manual training high school.” The paper
failed to identify which “leading negro citizens” were sur-
veyed.43

The school board tacitly acknowledged the merit of the
Richardson lawsuit by holding a special meeting on Octo-
ber 25, 1905, to discuss the case and devise a strategy. The
board voted to delay the issue of bonds and the construc-
tion of the school until after the case was decided by the
court. Even those who favored segregation publicly voiced
concerns that Waggener was correct in his appraisal of the
legal issues in question. In fact, Senator Getty and other
sponsors of the bill had originally framed the amendment
to apply generally to all cities with populations greater
than fifty thousand for this very reason. The change was
made only out of dire necessity after the measure had been
defeated in the state senate in its original form. Although
Getty understood that the validity of his amendment was
questionable, he publicly declared his willingness to make
the change and “take his chance[s] in the courts.”44
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The case against high school segregation was brought under the name Mamie Richardson, an
eighteen-year-old student, and reached the Kansas Supreme Court on October 11, 1905. Despite
the strength of the arguments, the Kansas Supreme Court refused to counteract the legislature.
The Topeka Plaindealer reported the outcome in its January 12, 1906, issue.



Nick Chiles, “that it aroused the body of old John Brown,
who turned over in his grave, and Kansas experienced an
earthquake on Sunday.”46

School records give no indication of any student dis-
turbances during the year, and it is likely that the black and
white pupils simply ignored one another during the inter-
val between the morning and afternoon sessions. As the
graduating class of 1906 prepared to receive their diplomas
in a segregated ceremony, salutatorian Helen Glasscock
addressed her fellow white students from the podium.
“The tendency of education,” she said, “has always been to
make people as similar as possible.” It is doubtful whether
she or any of her peers grasped the tragic irony of this
statement. Rather than bridging the gap between them-
selves and their black classmates, students and faculty
used the educational system to prevent such progress be-
cause of the imagined differences they had constructed.47

Despite the regretful circumstances that surrounded
its inception, Sumner High quickly became an outstanding
school and a source of pride for the African American com-
munity of Kansas City. Within its first decade Sumner was
awarded accreditation by the North Central Association of
Secondary Schools and Colleges, an honor shared by only
the best high schools in the state. In comparison to other
regions that claimed to follow the principle of “separate
but equal,” Kansas City school officials provided roughly
equivalent funding and facilities in the decades that fol-
lowed. A large percentage of Sumner faculty held ad-
vanced degrees and utilized this experience to provide
their students with an education that was “better than fifty
per cent of the schools of [the] state” according to a white
educator who feared that such a statement might endanger
his professional reputation. Although this endorsement of
Sumner spoke well for the students and faculty, the appre-
hension with which it was delivered illustrates the kind of
assumptions that would prevent its graduates from expe-
riencing the same opportunities as white graduates of less-
er schools. No matter how many advanced courses were
offered at Sumner, the ignorance and influence of lesser
men and women still proved the greatest obstacle.48
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Despite the strength of Waggener’s arguments, the
Kansas Supreme Court refused to counteract the legisla-
ture, upholding the law with only one dissent. The court
also chose to ignore the larger question of whether sepa-
rate schools violated the guarantee of equal protection pro-
vided by the Fourteenth Amendment. The solitary dissent
came from Justice Rousseau A. Burch who disagreed with

the decision not because he opposed segregation, but
rather because he felt the technical argument presented by
Waggener had not been adequately explored.45

The African American press was once again left with
little to do but express its indignation. The Plaindealer re-
ferred to the Richardson case as “the most infamous deci-
sion ever passed by the Supreme court of Kansas or by any
court in the United States since the Dred Scott decision.”
“So absurd and contemptible was the decision,” wrote

The Plaindealer referred to the Richardson case as
“the most infamous decision ever passed by the
Supreme court of Kansas.” “So absurd and con-
temptible was the decision,” wrote Nick Chiles
(above), “that it aroused the body of old John Brown,
who turned over in his grave, and Kansas experienced
an earthquake on Sunday.”
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that some whites welcomed any opportunity to insulate
themselves further, allowing and even encouraging their
children to join the charade while hiding behind their own
fabrications about the best interests of those they sought to
remove.

The story of Sumner High will likely never achieve the
fame of traditional civil rights narratives such as the Mont-

gomery Bus Boycott or the Little Rock Nine, yet its lessons
may be more valuable in an era where race relations are
more nuanced than they were in Alabama and Arkansas
during the height of the Civil Rights Movement. While few
episodes can match the emotional appeal of the Emmett
Till case or the drama that unfolded in Selma, Alabama, in
1965, using only historical events of a single time or region
creates a false sense of separation, leading many to at least
subconsciously consider race to be a regional problem of
the past. Local histories such as Sumner High not only
counter these myths, they are useful for understanding
race relations during times and within places that are more
similar to the challenges society faces today. Perhaps most
important, local history reminds us that the battle for civil
rights is a constant struggle involving millions of people
during every era and within every community. 

The legacy of Sumner High will always be ambiguous.
While it was the most visible symbol of segregation in
Kansas, it was also a pillar of strength within the African
American community. Rather than abandon the fight they
started when they opposed the school’s creation, these
men and women directed their efforts inward, creating a
unique bond between school and community. As a result,
Sumner provided greater academic and ex-
tracurricular opportunities for its students
than were typically available in the “mixed
schools” of the state. Yet Sumner’s very suc-
cess also worked to solidify segregation
throughout the city and served as validation
in the minds of many Kansans that blacks and
whites should live separately from one an-
other. Even Sumner’s integration as a magnet
school in 1978 was ambiguous. Members of
the black community believed strongly in the
goal of integration yet expressed sadness be-
cause they had lost more than a school. One
can only imagine how a community would be
affected if many of its children were bused
miles away to various neighboring communi-
ties.

The story of Sumner High helps explain
the ambiguous nature of race relations in the
Sunflower State. More important, it is an ex-
cellent model for understanding the dynam-
ics of racial discrimination in an environment
where such lines were still being drawn. Kansas City
whites were anxious about the growing black population,
yet segregation did not occur automatically once that pop-
ulation hit a predetermined level. Like the Wyandotte leg-
islators who hoped a colleague would introduce the bill,
white Kansans favored segregation privately but were cau-
tious in their outward expressions of support. In contrast
to other regions of the nation, Kansans could not hide their
support of segregation on the basis of tradition because
those racial lines had not yet been drawn. As a result, the
death of Roy Martin and the resulting aftermath is signifi-
cant, but not as a matter of confirming real or imagined
fears of racial violence. Had Kansas City whites shared
such paranoia, the campaign to segregate the school would
not have lasted two years. Instead, these events gave a
handful of individuals the pretext to push for segregation
under the guise of necessity while protecting their sup-
porters. The transparency of this pretext was so apparent
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The legislation allowing segregation in Kansas City High School resulted in the cre-
ation of Sumner High School (above), which opened its doors to primarily black stu-
dents following the 1905–1906 school year.


